Re-emergence of Haemophilus influenzae type b (Hib) disease in The Gambia following successful elimination with conjugate Hib vaccine.
Invasive Hib disease, which remains a major cause of childhood mortality and morbidity in most of the developing world, was eliminated in The Gambia by 2002 following the introduction of conjugate Hib vaccine in 1997. Formal disease surveillance was stopped in 2002 but five cases (including three of meningitis) were detected non-systematically between July 2005 and April 2006. This equates to an incidence of 3 per 100,000 annually for meningitis, a likely underestimate. The age distribution of cases (median 15 months, range 0-36 months) was older than previously seen and there were examples of apparent vaccine failure, but the cause for this re-emergence is not clear. No evidence was found of the emergence of a hypervirulent strain. The re-establishment of continuing surveillance is required to answer the questions raised by this report, and is particularly important in settings like The Gambia, where a booster dose is not given, to determine long-term effects of national immunisation with Hib vaccine.